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JINA RSABHA AS AN AVATARA OF VISNU 


By PapMANABBH BS. JAINI 


Avatara, or the periodical incarnation of the deity, is a cardinal doctrine of 
the Vaisnava sect of Brahmanical Hinduism. The increasing number of the 
avataéras is an indication of the popularity of this doctrine both among the 
theologians and among the devout laity. The modest list of three (Varaha, 
Kiirma, and Matsya) of the Brahmana literature 1 grows into a list of 10 tradi- 
tional avatdras (Matsya, Kiirma, Varaha, Nrsimha, Vamana, Parasurama, 
Rama, Krsna, Buddha, and Kalkin) in the Mahabharata, and ends up in a still 
longer list of 22 in the Bhagavatapuradna.? The latter has in its inflated list quite 
a few ‘minor’ (amsa) avatdras, mostly consisting of names of great sages re- 
nowned for their austerities and learning, e.g. Narada, Nara, Narayana, Kapila, 
Dattatreya, Rsabha, and Veda-Vyasa. 

The purpose of an avatara is ‘ to serve the righteous, to destroy the wicked, 
and to establish the right ’, as proclaimed in the Bhagavadgita.* As a result, an 
avatara is associated with the task of a forceful destruction of a demon (asura) 
(e.g. Ravana in the case of Rama) or of the demonic (e.g. the ksatriyas in the 
case of Paragurama). The amsavataras on the other hand are solely concerned 
with the revelation of the divine truth, and are therefore, more in the tradition 
of a guru, the propagators of the faith. 

The declaration of the Lord of the Gita (x, 41) that whatever being shows 
“supernal manifestation ’ (vibhitimat) or majesty or vigour is sprung from a 
fraction of his glory, may be taken as an open sanction for conferring the status 
of an avatara on any person of an exalted nature. Nevertheless, the inclusion of 
the Buddha in the list of the avatdras must sound incredible as he evidently is 
not only an adversary of Visnu but is opposed to the very theistic conception 
of the Vaisnava religion. The full story of the ‘ avatarization ’ of this great 
Sramana is shrouded in mystery. More or less all major Puranas follow the lead 
of the Mahabharata,5 and confine their account of this great avatdra to only a 
couple of lines. The account invariably consists of the repetition of the fiction 
that the [anti-Vedic] preaching of the Buddha had [also] the divine purpose of 
destroying the asuras, who as a result of his teaching desisted from offering the 
sacrifices and thus ceased to be a danger to the gods! The credit for assigning 
this avatdéra a more generous role goes probably to Jayadeva, the twelfth- 
century Vaisnava poet who in his Gitagovinda® emphasized the great compassion 
of the Buddha [towards the animals slaughtered in the Vedic sacrifices]. 

The present paper proposes to examine yet another case of a sramana 
turned into an avatara of Visnu. This pertains to Rsabha, the first of the 24 
tirthankaras of the Jains, who is cast into the role of a ‘minor’ or partial 
(amsa) avatdra by the author of the Bhagavatapurdna.’? According to the latter, 


1See J. Dowson, A classical dictionary of Hindu mythology, eleventh ed. (repr.), London, 
1968, 34-5. 

2 Srimad Bhagavata [henceforth Bhag.] v1, viii, 13-19 (Gita Press). 

3 Bhagavadgita, 1v, 7-8. 

4 See P. S. Jaini, ‘Sramanas: their conflict with Brahmanical society ’, in J. W. Elder (ed.), 
Chapters in Indian civilization, 1, Dubuque, Iowa, Kendell/Hunt, 1970, 41-81. 

5 xu, 46, 107. 

67,1, 9. 

? Bhag. v, iii-vili. 
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Rsabha is an incarnation of Visnu who ‘descended’ to earth in order to 
establish the sramana-dharma of the naked ascetics (vdta-rasandndm sramana- 
nam rsinam ...).8 The study enables us to observe the extraordinary manner in 
which a Vaisnava apologist, while denouncing the Jain faith, appropriates the 
central figure of that religion by the device of the doctrine of avatdra. 

The main sources for the Jain account of Rsabha are the Jain canonical texts 
like the Kalpasitra ® and the Jambudvipa-prajfiapts,!° and a large number of 
Jain Puranas of the classical period, notably the Adepurana 1 of the Digambara 
acarya Jinasena (c. ninth century), and the Trisaste-salaka-purusa-caritra of 
the Svetambara acarya Hemacandra (thirteenth century). Barring a few minor 
details, the Digambara and the Svetambara accounts show a remarkable agree- 
ment on the main events in the legendary life of Rsabha * as summarized below. 

According to the Jain tradition, 24 terthankaras ‘ ford-makers ’ (i.e. saviours) 
appear in each time cycle which consists of six regressive (avasarpini) and six 
progressive (utsarpint) periods during which time there is a gradual decline and 
progress of civilization respectively. Rsabha was the first of the 24 terthankaras 
of the present time cycle, whereas Mahavira (the historical Nigantha Nataputta 
of the Buddhist and Jain canons) was the last of them. Rsabha thus flourished 
some billions of years ago in the regressive half of the present cycle towards the 
close of the third period. Prior to this there was the golden age during which 
time conditions similar to paradise (bhogabhtimz) prevailed upon the earth. There 
were, for instance, wish-fulfilling trees (kalpavrksas) instead of orchards, and 
only the ‘ patriarch ’ (kulakara) in the place of kings. There was no accumulation 
like the caste system or the graduated system of four dramas culminating in 
moksa. All marriages were happy for the simple reason that a couple gave birth 
only to a single pair of mixed twins who duly married each other. All this was 
fast disappearing towards the close of the third period when in Ayodhya 
Rsabha was born to Nabhi, the fourteenth kulakara, and his wife Marudevi. 

In the course of time Rsabha was married to his twin sister Sumangala who 
bore him a son called Bharata. The latter became the first cakravartin and gave 
his name to the subcontinent of India (Bharatavarsa). His twin sister Brahmi 
was the first to learn the art of writing (hence the name Brahmi-lipr) devised by 
her father. Rsabha is said to have taken another wife by the name of Sunanda 
who had been ‘ widowed’ by the death of her ‘ natural’ husband," the first 
infantile death which marked the end of the golden age (when premature death 
was unknown) and foreshadowed the beginning of the fourth period aptly 
named duhsamdsusama ‘more sorrow and less happiness’. Sunanda bore 
Rsabha twins called Bahubali and Sundari, who were followed by 94 sons. 
According to the age-old custom the two brothers would have taken their own 
twin sisters as their wives. But Rsabha foresaw the beginning of the new age 
and got his eldest son Bharata married to Sundari, the twin sister of Bahubali, 


8... dharmin darsayitukémo vatarasanadnam sramandnadm rsinadm irdhvamanthinain suklaya 
tanuvavatatara. Bhag. v, iii, 20. 

® Kalpasitra, tr. H. Jacobi, SBE, xxi, 1884, 281-5. Also W. Norman Brown, A descriptive 
and illustrative catalogue of miniature paintings of the Jaina Kalpasitra, Washington, D.C., 1934. 

10 Together with Vriti by Santicandra, Bombay edition, 1920. 

11 Adipurdna (parts 1 and 2), Sanskrit text with Hindi tr. by Pannalal Jain, Kashi, Bharatiya 
Jnanapitha, 1963-5. 

12 Tr, by Helen M. Johnson, GOS, ur, 1931. (Henceforth called T'risastz.) 

130, R. Jain’s Rsabha Deva (in English), Delhi, 1929, and Devendra Muni’s Rsabhadeva: 
ek parisilan (in Hindi), Agra, 1967, summarize respectively the Digambara and the Svetambara 
traditions. I am indebted to Devendra’s work for references to several commentaries on the 


Avaéyaka. 
14 This account is missing in the Digambara tradition. See Devendra, 69. 
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and the latter to Brahmi, the sister of Bharata. He is thus credited with having 
been the first to forbid matrimony between twins (a practice alluded to in the 
Rgvedic dialogue between Yama and Yami), and thereby laying the foundations 
of a new marriage system. 

The extinction of the kalpavrksas forced the people to look for new sources of 
food. Rgabha is credited with the discovery of fire (by friction) and also of tilling 
and such other activities connected with agriculture. For this the Jain acaryas 
have given him the title of prajd-pati, the Lord of the beings. He was also 
responsible for the creation of various professions such as swordmanship (as?), 
writing (mast), commerce (vdéniyya), farming (krsi), arts (vidya), and crafts 
(silpa).15 From these developed the three castes, viz. the Ksatriya, Vaisya, and 
Sidra. The institution of the Brahman caste is attributed by the Jain authors 
not to Rsabha but to his son Bharata as will be seen below. These professions 
and the castes transformed the earth from a bhogabhiim (place of enjoyment) 
into a karmabhimi (place of action). With the decline in worldly goods and the 
increase in the greed of people, there arose the need of a ruler able to command 
obedience and dispense justice to all. In fulfilling yet another need of the time 
Rsabha became the first king of mankind, comparable to king Mahasammata of 
the Pali canon. As a king he laid down the laws and thus became the first 
lawgiver at the dawn of civilization. Rsabha was also the first anchorite 
(sramana or muni), the first omniscient being (sarvajita or pina), and the first 
great teacher of the path of liberation (tirthankara). He totally renounced his 
worldly life while still young, and became a digambara (sky-clad = naked) 
mendicant. He lived in seclusion and silence, his hair growing long over his 
shoulders, oblivious of himself and of the world. Hundreds of images, some going 
back to the close of the Mauryan period, depict this ascetic Rsabha, showing his 
upright posture and dishevelled hair, engrossed in meditation and deep trance. 
His vow of fasting is said to have lasted for almost six months, at the close of 
which he went around begging for food. He walked the whole length of the 
Ganges, from Ayodhya to Hastinapura, but failed to obtain alms proper for a 
Sramana. People came forward offering him all the worldly things, including 
their marriageable daughters, says one Purana,!® as no one had any experience 
of attending properly to the needs of a recluse, and the latter would beg his 
food only in silence. It was not until a whole year had passed that a king named 
Sreyimsa witnessed in his dream an act of charity he had performed in his 
previous life. Directed by this dream he offered the sage fresh juice of sugar-cane 
(tksu) on the third day of the full moon of the month of Vaisakha, a day sacred 
to the Jains and celebrated even to this day as aksaya-trttyd ‘the Immortal 
Third ’. 

Rsabha continued in this ascetic life for over a thousand years, at the end of 
which he attained that enlightenment which the Jains identify with omniscience 
(kevalajfidna). He was now ajina, a spiritual victor, who had broken for ever the 
bonds of samsara. But Rsabha was not an ordinary jina content with his own 
liberation. He had in his previous births practised those virtues which distin- 
guish a jina as a tirthankara, a supreme teacher who during his lifetime brings 
enlightenment to many, and whose teaching lasts for several millenniums guid- 
ing the aspirants on the path of liberation. The Jain canon claims that at the 
time of the narvdna of Rsabha on Mount Kailasa in the Himalaya, the order of 
the Jains consisted of 84,000 monks (sramanas), 300,000 nuns (sramanis), 


15 Adipurana, xvi, 179 ff. 
16 Trisasti, 178. 
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305,000 laymen (srdvakas), and as many as 554,000 laywomen (srdvikds), and 
also that the number of his disciples who had realized omniscience had reached 
20,000.21? 

As for the teachings of Rsabha, the Jains maintain that these, being identical 
with the nature of reality (vatthusahavo dhammo), do not originate from any 
single person. This dharma is eternal but needs to be revived from age to age, a 
task accomplished by the periodical appearance of the tirthankaras. The teach- 
ings of Rsabha are therefore the same as those of his predecessors from bygone 
ages, and are identical with the preachings of Mahavira, the last tirthankara 
(527 B.c.). These doctrines can be summed up by the concepts of anekantavada, 
ahimsa, and karmavada by which the Jains respectively reject the extremes of 
eternalism and annihilationism (found as they see it in all other doctrines), 
adopt the path of total non-violence consisting of the five mahdvratas (incom- 
patible with religions advocating sacrifice to gods), and repudiate the theistic 
doctrines of a creator and his avatdras or his grace. 

Although several Puranas mention Rsabha (together with his illustrious son 
Bharata) in the genealogy of Manu,?® the Bhdgavatapurdna appears to be 
the first and probably the only work to accord him the status of an amsdvatara 
of Visnu. The Bhdgavata account is therefore of singular interest as it provides, 
as nowhere else, the motive for conferring on the saint of a demonstrably heretic 
religion the high status of an avatdra. This account is set in a suitable context 
of the story of Priyavrata !® (reminiscent of many a sramana, including the 
Buddha and Mahavira) who, although young, had resolved to renounce the 
world and refused to rule the kingdom of his father, the great Svayambhuva 
Manu. Thereupon Brahma himself, accompanied by the sage Narada, ap- 
proached Priyavrata and persuaded him to enjoy the pleasure conferred upon 
him by the Lord, and to lead the life of a householder (grhastha) practising devo- 
tion and the control of the senses. Priyavrata then agreed to rule the kingdom 
and took Varhismati the daughter of Visvakarman as his wife, who bore him 10 
sons. The eldest of these was Agnidhra who succeeded him to the throne and 
begot nine sons on an apsaras named Pirvacitti. Their eldest son Nabhi 
espoused the daughter of Meru named Merudevi (cf. Nabhi and Marudevi of 
the Jain tradition) and ruled the kingdom after the death of the king Agnidhra. 

Nabhi had no offspring for a long time from his queen Merudevi. He therefore 
propitiated the Lord (who is sacrifice incarnate) by various sacrificial rites. 
Pleased by his devotion the Lord Visnu manifested himself in his auspicious 
form (of four arms adorned with conch, discus, club, and lotus) before the king 
Nabhi and his queen and the rtviks at the celebration of the pravargya 
ceremony. The rtviks duly worshipped the Lord for this extraordinary grace 
and prayed that ‘a son like unto the Lord ’ be granted to Nabhi and his queen. 
Being thus implored by venerable rtviks, the compassionate Lord Visnu addressed 
them as follows. 

‘O ye Sages, your words are never futile. Yet you have begged a boon that 
is not easy of granting inasmuch as, being Supreme, I alone am equal and like 
unto Myself. Nevertheless, the words of Brahmans must not be falsified as they 
are my mouth. Not finding anyone else comparable to me, I shall by a portion of 
My own divine essence descend in the house of king Nabhi.’ 

Accordingly, the Lord, desirous of pointing out the dharma unto the naked 


1” Kalpasitra, 284. 
18 ¢.9, H. H. Wilson, The Visnupurana, London, 1840, 133. 
19 The story of Priyavrata is not found in the Visnupurana. 
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(wind-clad) and celibate sramana sages, assuming a pure form descended into 
the womb of queen Merudevi as Rsabha.?° 

All the divine marks were clearly visible on the person of the child Rgabha. 
He grew to be a mighty prince endowed with effulgence and fame. Even Indra 
the king of the gods became envious of his fame and withdrew the seasonal rains 
from the land of Nabhi. Undaunted, prince Rsabha, the Lord of yoga, by the 
powers of his yogamayd, caused heavy rain showers in his kingdom thus earning 
the love and gratitude of all his subjects. The king, gratified by the excellent 
virtues of his son, established him on the throne and retired to a penance grove 
with his queen Merudevi, where he spent the remainder of his life in devotion to 
the Lord Vasudeva. 

The divine Rsabha considered his own country to be a karmaksetra 7! (the 
field of activity, cf. the Jain kKarmabhimc) and in order to instruct his subjects in 
the duties of a householder lived himself for some time in a gurukula. Thereafter, 
having pleased his teachers with gifts he returned home and received a damsel 
named Jayanti as his queen from Indra. He begot on her 100 sons of great 
might, the eldest of whom was named Bharata. This Bharata was a great yogin 
and supremely virtuous, and it was after his name that the land of Rsabha was 
named Bharatavarsa.?2 Of the 99 sons, the following nine, viz. Kusavarta, 
Ilavarta, Brahmavarta, Malaya, Ketu, Bhadrasena, Indrasprh, Vidarbha, and 
Kikata became the foremost [warriors] serving Bharata. The following nine, 
viz. Kavi, Hari, Antariksa, Prabuddha, Pippaliyana, Avirhotra, Dravida, 
Camasa, and Karabhajana became mahabhagavatas or the propagators of the 
Bhagavata faith. The remaining 81 sons of Rsabha were humble and fond of 
performing sacrifices; and as such they became Brahmans of pure actions.”° 

Although king Rsabha was the master of himself and identified himself with 
the Lord, he undertook many activities like an ordinary mortal in order to 
instruct the ignorant householders in the time-honoured goals of dharma, artha, 
kama, and moksa. He was fully conversant with the mystical teaching pertaining 
to the Brahman (or of the Vedas), yet he chose to govern his subjects according 
to the laws (such as séma, dana, etc.) laid down by the Brahmans.*4 He also 
performed 100 sacrifices complete in every respect according to their prescribed 
rites. 

Once upon a time while wandering, Rsabha arrived in the country of 
Brahmavarta where he saw his own sons in the assembly of great Brahmanical 
sages (brahmarst). Rsabha instructed them on the value of the human body and 
how it can be used for austerities that lead one to the eternal bliss of the 
Brahman. He spoke to them of the knot (granthz) forged by the union of man 
and woman, and showed the path of cutting this knot by renouncing the attach- 
ment to one’s ego. In what appears to be a summary of the teaching of the 


20 aho batayam rsayo bhavadbhir avitathagirbhir varam asulabham abhiyacito yad amusyadtmajo 
maya sadrso bhiydd itt. mamaham evabhiripah kaivalyad athapi brahmavado na mrsa bhavitum 
arhatiti mamaiva hi mukham yad dvijadevakulam. tata Agnidhriye ’msakalaya ’vatarisyamy 
adimatulyam anupalabhamanah. iti nisamayantya Merudevyah patim abhidhayantardadhe Bhagavan. 
barhist tasminn eva Visnudatia Bhagavan paramarsibhih prasadito Nabheh priyacikirsayad tad 
avarodhayane Merudevyam dharman darsayitukamo vatarasanadnam sramanadndm rstindm irdhva- 
manthinam guklayad tanuvavatatara. Bhag., v, iii, 17-20. 

21 atha ha bhagavan Rsabhadevah svavarsam karmaksetram anumanyamanah .... Tbid., v, iv, 8. 

22 yesam khalu mahayogt Bharato jyestah sresthaguna asid yencdam varsam Bharatam iti 
vyapadisanti. Ibid., v, iv, 9. 

23 yaviyamsa ekasitir Jdyanteyah pitur adesakara mahasalina mahasrotriya yajiasilahk karma- 
visuddha brahmand babhivuh. Ibid., v, iv, 13. 

24 yady apt svaviditam sakaladharmam brahmam guhyam brahmanair darsitamargena samadibhir 
upayair janatam anusasdsa ...upacitaih sarvair api kratubhir yathopadesam satakriva iydaja. 
Ibid., v, iv, 16-17. 
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Rsabhavatara, the author of the Bhadgavatapurana gives in this context a whole 
chapter consisting of 27 verses *5 stressing the need of renunciation and devo- 
tion, the twin doctrines of the Bhdgavata cult. The entire section is remarkable 
for its non-sectarian preaching, unexceptionable on the whole to any person of 
an ascetic persuasion. Its effect, however, is marred firstly by the admonition 
of Rsabha to his sons not to renounce but to serve their eldest brother Bharata 
with ‘ mind free from afflictions’ (aklista-buddhya), and next by the following 
few verses which glorify the Brahmans and raise them even higher than the 
Lord. 

‘,.. human beings are superior to the animals..., devas are superior to 
men ..., Indra is the foremost of the devas ..., Brahma’s sons, Daksa, etc., are 
superior to Indra . . ., Sankara is superior to Daksa, etc.,..., Brahma is superior 
to Sankara ..., Brahma has his being in Me; and therefore I am superior to 
Brahma. I too worship the Brahmans. Thus the Brahmans, being superior to 
Me, are to be worshipped by all. 

‘O Brahmans! I do not find any being equal unto the Brahmans.... I do 
not find so much satisfaction in agnthotra sacrifice as in receiving what has been 
offered with faith in the mouth of the Brahmans...’ 7° 

Having thus admonished his worthy sons, he decided to impart instructions 
to the great sages (mahamuninam) in the exalted path (dharma) of a parama- 
hamsa distinguished for their high order of devotion, knowledge, and asceticism 
(bhaktynana-vairagyalaksanam). Accordingly having installed Bharata on the 
throne, Lord Rgabha, with only his naked body as his possession, with 
dishevelled hair and with the look of a maniac, renounced the world and went 
away from the country of the Brahmavarta.?’ He took the vow of silence and 
assumed the guise of an avadhita, and appeared like a prsaca, or like an imbecile, 
deaf and dumb. Wherever he would go, whether to a city or a village, or moun- 
tains or forests, wicked people, like flies assailing a wild elephant, would harass 
him with harsh words and inflict on him indignities, such as throwing at him 
stones and excreta. He did not, however, pay any attention to such torment for 
he had realized the unreality of this world. Thus he wandered unperturbed and 
alone, all over the earth. Having observed that the people were an obstruction 
to his practice of yoga, and that they could be warded off only by means of a 
hideous and loathsome way of life, he took up the vow of ajagara (residing in one 
place like a python ?), whereby he would drink, eat, and pass excreta at the 
same place, and his body became covered therewith. He also followed the con- 
duct of a cow, deer, or crow, eating, drinking, or passing urine and excreta, 
either while standing, sitting, or walking.*® Thus did divine Rsabha engage him- 


25 Bhag., V, v, 1-27. 
26... Bhavah parah so ’tha Virinciviryah 
sa matparo ’ham dvijadevadevah|/ 
na brahmanais tulaye bhiitam anyat 
pasyami viprah kim atah param tu/ 
yasmin nrbhih prahutam sraddhayaham 
asnami kimam na tatha ’gnihotre/]/ ibid., v, v, 22-3. 

27 ypasamasilandm uparatakarmanam mahamuninam bhaktijndnavairagyalaksanam para- 
mahamsyadharmam upasiksamanah ... urvaritasariramatraparigraha unmatia iwa gaganapari- 
dhanah prakirnakesa dtmany adhydropitahavaniyo Brahmavartat pravavraja. jadandhamika- 
badhirapisaconmadakavad avadhitaveso ’bhibhdsyamano ’pi jananam grhitamaunavratas tisnim 
babhiva. Ibid., v, v, 28-9. 

28 anupatham avanicarapasadaih paribhiyamano maksikabhir iva vanagajas tarjanatadandava- 
mehanasthivanagravasukrdrajahpraksepapitivataduruktath . . . kutilajatilakapisakesabhiribharo 
’vadhitamalinanijasarirena grahagrhita tvadrsyata. yarhi vava sa bhagavan lokam imam yoga- 
syaddha pratipam ivacaksanah tatpratikriyakarma bibhatsitam tti vratam ajagaram asthitah sayana 
evasnati khadaty avamehati hadati sma... evam gomrgakakacaryaya .... Ibid., v, v, 30-4. 
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self in austerities and yoga, and he considered himself at one with the Lord 
Vasudeva. 

He sojourned in this way in the guise of an avadhita, concealing his divine 
nature, and wearing various dresses, observing diverse practices, and speaking 
various dialects. Then with a view to instructing the yogins in the proper method 
of preparing themselves for death, the divine Rsabha resolved to renounce his 
own body.”® He desisted from all activities by realizing the identity of his indi- 
vidual self with the supreme self. Although he had thus renounced all actions, 
the body of Lord Rsabha, like a potter’s wheel moving of itself for some time, 
went of its own accord from place to place to the countries of southern Karna- 
taka, namely Konka, Venka, and Kutaka. There, in the forest adjoining 
the Kutaka mountain, Lord Rsabha wandered like a maniac with his body 
naked, his hair dishevelled, and his mouth filled with a stone. At that time a 
dreadful forest fire, kindled by the clashing of bamboos felled by a terrible wind, 
engulfed the entire forest and burnt down the body of the divine Rsabha.*° 

The foregoing account has much in common with the Jain legend of Rsabha. 
Both trace his lineage to Nabhi, the son of a kulakara in the Jain account and of 
a Manu in the Bhagavatapurana. The latter does not refer to the innovations 
introduced by Rsabha as believed by the Jains, but uses the word karmaksetra 
comparable to the Jain term karmabhtiimi. Both accounts proclaim Bharata as 
the eldest of the 100 sons, and also as the originator of the name Bharatavarsa. 
The episodes of Rsabha’s sermon on renunciation and the subsequent admoni- 
tion to his sons to serve Bharata seem to echo the more plausible Jain account.*4 
In the latter, Bharata is bent upon the policy of conquest and demands submis- 
sion of his brothers. Offended, they approach their father—now a Jina—for 
justice, who preaches the virtues of renunciation and receives them in his order 
of gramanas. The description of Rsabha as an avadhita, particularly the repea- 
ted references to his nakedness and the dishevelled hair, suggest some familiarity 
on the part of the author of the Bhagavatapurdna with the images of this 
tirthankara referred to above. The accounts of the cruel indignities which 
Rsabha is made to suffer in the Bhagavatapurana are no doubt missing in the 
Jain sources ; yet they compare well with similar torments suffered by Maha- 
vira, as described in the Acdrdnga,** prior to his attainment of the kevalajfidna. 
The Jains will emphatically reject the various ‘ hideous ’ vows (e.g. the ajagara- 
vrata) attributed to Rsabha since they condemn these practices as mithyavratas, 
unbecoming of a Jain sramana. Even so, there is enough of the ‘ hideous ’ in the 
practices of a Jain monk (e.g. the prohibition against bathing and brushing 
one’s teeth) to allow a non-Jain author to introduce those vows in the life of a 
recluse. The Jain will also not agree that Rsabha (or any Jina for that matter on 
account of his exalted state) could meet his death in the manner described 
above. Yet, the Jain veneration for the practice of sallekhana (voluntary death 
by fasting) *? is so well known that the author of the Bhagavatapurana might 
consider it legitimate to apply it to the life of so great a saint as Rsabha. 


22 athaiam akhilalokapdlalamo ’pi vilaksanair jadavad avadhitavesabhasacaritair avilaksi- 
tabhagavatprabhivo yoginam sdmparadyavidhim anuésiksyan svakalevaram jihadsuh ... uparata- 
nuvrtitir upararama. Ibid., v, vi, 6. 

3° tasya ha va evam muktalingasya bhagavata Rsabhasya yogamaydvasanaya deha imam jagatim 
abhimanabhasena samkramamanah Konka-Venka-Kutakan daksina-Karndtakan desan yadrcchayo- 
pagatah Kutakadcalopavana asyakrtasmakavala unmada iva muktamirdhajo ’samvita eva vicacara. 
atha samiravegavidhitavenuvikarsanajatogradavanalas tadvanam Glelihinah saha tena dadaha. 
Thid., v, vi, 7-8. 

31 Adipurana, XXXIV, 93-156. 

82 Acaranga: Jacobi, SBE, xxu, 1884, 79-87. 

33 On sallekhand see R. Williams, Jaina yoga, London, 1963, 166 ff. 
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What distinguishes the Bhagavata legend is the glorification of the Brahman 
caste through Rsabha, conspicuous by its absence in the Jain account. The Lord 
Visnu agrees to be born as the son of Nabhi to make sure that the words of the 
rtviks are not made futile as they are his mouth. Rsabha himself is cast in the 
mould of an ideal king following the arama order. It is emphasized that he rules 
according to the laws laid down by the Brahmans and even performs 100 sacri- 
fices complete in all respects. Of his 100 sons who are all Ksatriyas by birth, 81 
‘become ’ Brahmans and engage themselves in the activities of a Srotriya. Even 
when Rsabha admonishes his sons to serve Bharata, or praises the ideal of 
renunciation, he must be made to glorify the Brahmans by declaring that they 
are higher even to the supreme spirit, and that feeding them is more pleasing to 
the Lord than the agnthotra. 

The declared purpose of the Rsabhavatara, viz. the teaching of the dharma 
to the naked and celibate sramanas, or teaching the yogins the exalted path of 
the paramahamsa, is in no way served by this repeated glorification of the 
Brahmans. One cannot fail to suspect here a deliberate attempt on the part of 
the author of the Bhagavatapurana to demonstrate to the followers of Rsabha 
that their traditional anti-Brahmanism was quite inconsistent with the extra- 
ordinary devotion of their great saint to the Brahmans, and also his lavish 
patronage of the Vedic sacrifices. The sramanas had persisted in making exclu- 
sive claims to the role of being omniscient saviours or ttrthankaras, who alone 
showed the true path of renunciation. The Rsabhavatara appears to be a chal- 
lenge of the Brahmans to this sramana claim. The teacherhood of Rsabha was 
not denied ; indeed it was reaffirmed as if by an official sanction. But it was 
made abundantly clear that he was a teacher not because of his alleged omni- 
science, but because he was an avatdra of the Brahmanical deity, the prime 
source of all knowledge, particularly that of salvation. The ‘ avatarization ’ of 
Rsabha was facilitated by the undeniable fact that the avadhita cult had always 
flourished among the ascetic orders, irrespective of their Sramanite, Vaisnavite, 
or Saivite persuasion. The creed of the naked ascetics leading celibate lives en- 
gaged in yogic trances was known even to the Vedas as is evidenced by the 
Kesisikta of the tenth book of the Reveda (x, 136). Indeed the words vatarasa- 
nanam muninam of the Bhagavatapurana are directly borrowed from the second 
verse of this stikta: 

munayo vatarasanah pisdnga vasate mala / 

vatasyanu dhrajim yanti yad devaso dviksata/ / 

It must, however, be noted that neither in this nor in any other Vedic hymn is 
the word sramana linked with the vatarasana-munts. As a matter of fact, the 
word sramana is not encountered until the time of the Satapatha Brahmana 
(14.7.1.22 — Brhadaéranyaka Upanisad 4.3.22) and the term paramahamsa is of 
still later date. As for the name Rsabha, it is interesting to note that it is not 
included in the list of seven rsis (viz. Jiti, Vatajiti, Viprajiiti, Vrsanaka, 
Karikrata, Etasé, and Rsyasrnga) enumerated by Sayana as the respective 
authors of the seven verses of the Kesistikta. The Rgveda has three hymns— 
11, 13 and 14 addressed to Agni, and 1x, 71 to Pavamana Soma—credited to a 
seer named Rsabha; but he is a son of Visvamitra (Rsabho Vazsvamitrah), a 
detail missing in the account of the Bhagavatapurana and his hymns have no 
connexions whatsoever with asceticism. The word rsabha is no doubt of common 
occurrence in the Vedic hymns; but contrary to the belief of many modern 
Jain apologists,*4 there is no conclusive evidence to show that it was ever used as 


34.0. Hiralal Jain, Bharatiya samskrti mé Jainadharm ka yogadan, Bhopal, 1962, 15 ff. 
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a substantive or as a name of a person. It appears highly probable therefore 
that it was the author of the Bhagavatapurana who with great ingenuity brought 
the three terms (Vatarasanad munayah, sramana, and paramahamsa) together and 
applied them with considerable advantage to the life of Rsabha who was widely 
worshipped among the sramanas of his time. 

It is not difficult to identify these sramanas of the Bhagavatapurana. They 
could not have been the Buddhists for the simple reason that Rsabha (notwith- 
standing a stray reference to that name in the Mahavastu, ed. Senart, 1, p. 137, 
|. 2) was not one of their saints. The Bhdgavata version of Rsabha’s death with a 
stone in his mouth (an indulgence not allowed by the Jain monastic rules) 
might suggest that this one motif derives from the sect of the Ajivikas whose 
leader Makkhali Gosala while on his deathbed is reputed to have held a mango 
stone in his mouth.®> But there is no evidence that the Ajivikas ever worshipped 
Rgabha as one of their teachers, and the sect was by this time moribund. This 
leaves only the Jains, the only sramana school that survived in India, who 
worshipped Rsabha even more than they worshipped their last tirthankara 
Mahavira, and whose lay devotees occupied seats of power in the Deccan and 
Karnataka at the time of the composition of the Bhagavatapurana. 

Indeed, there is no great mystery hiding the identity of the Jains as the 
Sramanas of the Bhdgavatapurdna. The latter makes it almost explicit in the 
following invectives presented as a prophecy with which it concludes the story 
of the Rsabhavatara. 

‘When the King of Konka, Venka, and Kutaka, called Arhat, comes to hear 
of this conduct of the divine Rsabhadeva, he too will give himself over to it. 
Indeed, since irreligion will thrive in the Kali age, the king, confounded by 
inevitable fate, will abandon the security of his own religion and in consequence 
of his deluded understanding will promote the heretical and evil ways of the 
Pakhandas. 

It is for this reason that villainous people, confounded by the illusion-pro- 
voking power of God, will forsake the duties of purity and good conduct that are 
enjoined upon them and take up at will wicked vows that mock the gods, such 
as not bathing, not rinsing their mouths, non-purity and pulling out their hair. 
With their understanding thus corrupted by the irreligion-rife Kali age, they 
will forever deride Brahman, the Brahmans, the Lord of the sacrifice, and other 
people. Then, having placed their trust in the blind man’s leading a blind man 
that is the maintenance of one’s own world by upstart non-Vedic rites, they will 
themselves fall into the blind darkness of hell. 

This incarnation has the purpose of helping those who abound in the quality 
of rajas to obtain salvation, and many verses are sung in its praise.’ 36 

These imprecations confirm the astute observation made by the celebrated 
grammarian Patafijali (150 B.c.) that the sramanas and the Brahmans are 
“eternal enemies’ like the snake and mongoose.3? The Bhdgavatapurdna, as 
noticed by Wilson,?* is most probably following here the lead given by the 


35 See A. L. Basham, History and doctrines of the Ajivikas, London, 1951, 63. 

38 yasya kilanucaritam upakarnya Konka-Venka-Kutakainam raja ’rahan naimopasiksya kalav 
adharma utkrsyamaine bhavitavyena vimohitah svadharmapatham akutobhayam apahaya kupatha- 
pakhandam asamanjasam nijamanisaya mandah sampravartayisyate. yena ha vava kalau manu- 
japasada devamaiyamohitah svavidhiniyogasaucacaritravihina devahelandny apavratani nijani- 
jecchaya grhnana asnandinacamandsaucakesolluricanadini kalina *dharmabahulenopahatadhiyo 
brahmabrahmanyayajnapurusalokavidisakah prayena bhavisyanti. te ca hy arvaktanayad nijalo- 
kayatraya ‘“ndhaparamparayad Gévastas tamasy andhe svayam eva prapatisyanti. ayamdavatiro 
rajasopaplutakaivalyopasiksandrthah .... Bhag., v, vi, 9-11. 

37 F. Kielhorn, Vyadkarana Mahabhasya of Patanjali, Bombay, 1892, 1, 476. 

38 The Visnupurana, 133, n. 7. 
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Visnupurana which brackets all the heretic schools (viz. the Jains, the 
Buddhists, and the Carvakas) and condemns them together for their opposition 
to the Vedas, the Brahmans, and the sacrifices. However, the Visnupurdna 
nowhere mentions the heretic teachers by their names, and certainly does not 
call them the avatdras of Visnu. Instead it describes these anonymous teachers 
as ‘ fraudulent devices ’ employed by the Lord to misguide the asuras and wean 
them away from the Vedic path.°° What distinguishes the Bhagavatapurana is 
that it persists in imprecating the sramanas (particularly the Jains) while it 
elevates one of their great teachers, viz. Rsabha, to the status of an avatara. 
An inquiry into the circumstances which might have led the proponents of the 
Bhagavata cult to assert the ‘ divinity ’ of a sramana teacher, particularly of 
Rsabha, is of considerable interest for a study of the mutual borrowing of two 
distinct and rival faiths. 

If the Buddhavatara was any precedent, then Mahavira, a contemporary of 
the Buddha and the last of the 24 t#rthankaras, should have been the natural 
choice for a ‘ Jindvatara’. Yet the author of the Bhagavatapurdna chose to give 
a prehistoric figure like Rsabha precedence over Mahavira. The latter is hardly 
ever mentioned in any Brahmanical scriptures including the Epics and the 
Puranas. Presumably Mahavira, on account of his adherence to the theory of the 
soul (atman), was much less hostile to the Vedic tradition than the anatmavadin 
Buddha, and consequently less well known. Hven among his followers, there 
never was an exclusive cult of Mahavira, for it 1s well known that even during 
his lifetime he was worshipped together with Parsva (the twenty-third tirthan- 
kara according to the tradition) who preceded him by some 250 years. The same 
thing cannot be said of Gautama the Buddha. There is, no doubt, a Buddhist 
tradition, authenticated by the Nigliva pillar edict of Asoka (pertaining to the 
Buddha Konagamana), which speaks of six and, at a later date, of even 24 
Buddhas who preceded the historical Gautama, the Buddha. But unlike 
Mahavira Gautama was, and has always been, considered supreme in the 
hierarchy of the Buddhist pantheon of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. On the 
other hand, the tirthankara Rsabha of the Jains has much in common with the 
Buddha Dipankara, the first of the 25 Buddhas of the present age. The latter 
according to the Buddhavamsa also appeared at the beginning of the new age 
and was the first to renounce the world and to show the path of nirvana. Both 
are credited with having been the first teachers of the last of the saints of their 
respective traditions. Thus Dipankara is said to have initiated into the bodhi- 
sattva path a young Brahman named Sumedha, the future Siddhartha Gautama. 
Similarly, Rsabha is said to have made the prophecy that Marici (a son of 
Bharata) would become the last ¢¢rthankara and would be known as Mahavira.*° 
In fact the legendary biographies of Gautama and Mahavira begin with the 
narration of their births as Sumedha and Marici respectively. In view of their 
relationship (of a sastr and sisya), Dipankara would be expected to occupy a 
position higher than his (once) disciple Gautama. This is not, however, borne 
out by the Buddhist tradition where Dipankara remains a minor figure, and is 
practically unknown to the Brahmanical world. By contrast, Rsabha comes to 
be given a higher status among his equals (the remaining tirthankaras), a special 
kind of image is reserved for depicting him and his illustrious son Bahubali,*! 


39 ibid., XVIII. 

40 Trisastt, 1, 353 ff. 

41 Also called Gommatesvara. See Fergusson, History of Indian and Eastern architecture, 
London, 1891, 267 ff., and A. L. Basham, The wonder that was India, London, 1954, plate tix. 
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the younger brother of Bharata, and he is chosen by a rival faith for the distine- 
tion of an avatara. 

It must, however, be noted that the prominence given to Rsabha even among 
the Jains is of a much later date than that of their canonical literature. The 
extant canonical texts (e.g. the Kalpasitrc ) contain only the descriptions of the 
five traditionally auspicious occasions of his life (viz. the conception, birth, 
renunciation, enlightenment, and nirvana) and a few significant statements to 
the effect that he was the first king, the first anchorite, the first omniscient 
being, and the first ferthankara. The other details of his life, as noted above, or 
of his son Bharata which will follow, are to be found only in the commentaries 
beginning with the Avasyaka-mryukti of Bhadrabahu II, written in the sixth 
century A.D. [tis therefore not surprising that Rsabha should remain unnoticed 
in the ancient Brahmanical literature, including the Mahabharata. Nor is it 
likely that Bhadrabahu’s narration would draw the attention of the Brahmans 
to the legend of Rsabha. Firstly, the account is in Prakrit and appears in a 
commentary on a text called Avasyaka, used primarily by Jain monks in their 
daily ritual and hence not easily accessible to the public abroad. Secondly, there 
is nothing polemical in the whole account which could have offended a votary of 
the Bhagavata cult. 

The imprecations quoted above leave no doubt that the author of the 
Bhagavatapurana had before him a hostile community of the devotees of 
Rsgabha which had sought to usurp the traditional role of the Brahmans, under 
the patronage of a king of Karnataka, presumably a convert to the Jain faith. 
Of course there never was a king named Arhat as the author of the Bhagavata- 
puradna would have us believe. The word arhat is a synonym for a Jain saint. 
But this does not preclude the possibility of a real king who was a Jain and who 
might have patronized the Jains much to the chagrin of the Brahmans of South 
India where the Bhagavatapurdna is believed to have originated. The exact 
date of the Bhagavatapurdna is not known, but it is now generally recognized as 
a work of the tenth or the early eleventh century a.p. Although the Jain inscrip- 
tions of this period claim a large number of patrons among the rulers of Karna- 
taka, the only person that fits the description of the heretical king Arhat of the 
Bhagavatapurana is the Rastraktita king Amoghavarsa I who ruled from 
Manyakheta in the ninth century (a.p. 814-77).”% It was under the patronage 
of this Jain king, an apostate from his traditional Vaisnava faith, that Acarya 
Jinasena ““—himself a Digambara muni—wrote his epoch-making Adipurdna 
on the life of Rsabha and his son Bharata. It is highly probable that this work 
was an important source of the Bhagavatapurana. 

Through this voluminous Purana, Jinasena not only criticized the Brahmani- 
cal doctrine of the creator and his creation (tsvarakartrivavada), but openly 
challenged the authority of the Vedic scriptures, rejected the divinity of the 
Vedic gods, rcpudiated the efficacy of the Brahmanical rites and rituals, and 
above all ridiculed the claim of the Brahmans to a superior social rank. Exploit- 
ing fully the rich potentialities in the legend of Rsabha, the first sarvajiia 
(omniscient one), Jinasena sought, as it were, to write a new history of the world, 
presided over by a Jain Brahma, who pronounced a set of Jain Vedas, instituted 
a Jain division of the castes and duties, and proclaimed a series of Jain samskaras 
complete with Jain rites and litany. Of course, this was not the Brahmanical 
Brahma who in the words of Jinasena ‘ had made an ass of himself by desiring 


12 See A. NS. Altekar, Rdshtrakutas and their times, second ed., Poona, 1967. 
43 ibid., 88-9. 
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his own daughter Sarasvati’—an incest acknowledged by the Puranas—but 
the Lord Rsabha who had attained the true Brahman, viz. omniscience. Having 
thus asserted the ‘ divinity ’ of this exalted human being, Jinasena proceeds to 
appropriate for Rsabha the choicest words of praise hitherto reserved for the 
Brahma of Hindu mythology. Rsabha is hiranya-garbha as there was a shower 
of gold at the time of his conception. He is prajyapati, vidhatr, and srastr as he 
was the first king, the first to invent fire and the means of livelihood, and the 
first to devise the social structure suitable for a karmaksetra. He is svayambhi 
as his spiritual ‘ rebirth ’ did not depend upon the instruction of any teacher; he 
was self-taught. He is also the purdnapurusa or the primordial man, as he was 
the first to realize perfection, and sahasraksa and visvatascaksuh as he perceived 
everything by his omniscience. In short, he was to be called the Adideva or the 
First Lord, the founder of human civilization and the dispenser of the laws both 
secular and spiritual. As if he was anticipating the “ avatarization ’ of his hero, 
Jinasena further calls him Acyuta (a name of Visnu) or immovable, a sign of 
being a vitardga. He is also described as trinetra, bhavantaka, and yog?svara, 
titles especially applicable to Siva. It is interesting to note in this connexion 
that Jinasena applies to the digambara Rsabha the Vedic term vatarasana, and 
characterizes his disciples as munayo vatarasanah,*5 manifestly a quotation from 
the Kesisikta of the Rgveda, which might have suggested the idea of a new 
avatara to the author of the Bhagavatapurana. Having thus invested Rsabha 
with the divinity of the Hindu trinity, without of course making him either the 
creator, the sustainer, or the destroyer, Jinasena claims that the Vedas are not 
what the Brahmans chant at the slaughter of the sacrificial animals, but the 
Dvadasangapravacana or the scripture of the Jains, pronounced by the Adideva.** 
As for the castes, they had no divine origin at all. According to Jinasena there 
is only one jaz called the manusyajati or the human caste, but divisions arise on 
account of their different professions.*” The caste of the Ksatriyas came to be 
established when Rsabha assumed the powers of a king and held weapons in his 
arms. The Vaigya and the Sidra castes arose subsequently as he invented 
different means of livelihood and people were trained in diverse arts and crafts. 
The Jain accounts unanimously declare that the caste of the Brahmans was 
not instituted by Rsabha but by his son Bharata, the first cakravartin.t® This 
agrees well with the Jain scheme according to which only those members of the 
first three castes (ksatriya, vatsya, and stidra) who were initiates in the five vows 
of a layman (anuvratas) were entitled to be called duzjas or the ‘ twice-born ’. 
The formation of a class of such initiates would be possible only after the 
founding of the order (samgha) of the sravakas or the laity by the tirthankara 
Rsabha. The Prakrit commentaries on the Avasyaka take recourse to a folk 
etymology to explain the origin of the word mdahana (Sanskrit brahmana). It 1s 
said that Bharata on his return from his world conquest wished to share his 


44 See the stotra of 1008 names of Rgabha in Adipurdna, xxv, 99-217. 
45 munayo vatarasanah padam uirdhvam vidhitsavah/ 
tvuam mirdhavandino bhitva tad upayam upasate// Adipurdna, u, 64. 
digvasa vatarasano nirgrantheso digambarah/ ibid., xxv, 204. 
46 Srutam suvihitam vedo dvadasangam akalmasam/ 
himsopadest yad vakyam na vedo ’sau krtdntavak// 
puranam dharmasastram ca tat sydd vadhanisedhi yat/ 
vadhopadest yat tat tu jreyam dhirtapranetrkam// ibid., XxxX1x, 22-3. 
4” manusyajatir ekaiva jatindmodayodbhava/ 
vrttibhedahitad bhedac caturvidhyam thasnute// ibid., xxxvuil, 45. 
48 utpaditas trayo varnas tada tenadivedhasa/ ibid., xvi, 183. 
See xxxvul which deals with dvijanmanam utpattth. 
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wealth with his brothers who had already become ascetics in the monastic order 
of Rsabha. Bharata approached them with a cart load of food and other gifts, 
but was grieved to hear that Jain ascetics could not partake of food specially 
prepared for them (uddista-ahadratyaga). Since it is wrong for householders to 
receive alms thus freely given, Indra the king of gods suggested to Bharata that 
the food might be offered to the virtuous initiates who had taken the anuvratas 
of a householder. Bharata gratefully fed them and invited them to have their 
meals for ever at his place. Henceforth they were to forsake other means of 
livelihood which involved himsa (e.g. tilling, etc.) and engage themselves in 
activities like the study and teaching of the scriptures, worship of the Jina, etc. 
They kept vigil on the king’s conduct by reminding him ‘ you are conquered 
(by the passions) ; fear increases, therefore do not kill, do not kill (ma hana) ’. 
They thus came to be called the mahanas or the Brahmans.” 

Fanciful as it is, the explanation is indicative of what the Jains expected 
of a Brahman and why they would support the widespread custom of feeding 
Brahman householders. Jinasena ignores the word brahmana and concentrates 
on the term dvwa which affords him a chance to describe in great detail 
(XXXVIII-XLU, in all 1,113 slokas) the corpus of 98 samskaras (sanctifying cere- 
monies) together with their prescribed rites, the performance of one which, 
called the wpaniti (initiation) conferred upon an ordinary man the status of a 
‘¢wice-born’. There is no mention of the feeding of the Brahmans in the 
account of the Adipurdna. Instead, Bharata wished to find out the true initiates 
and devised a way of testing their devotion. He deliberately had the courtyard 
of his palace strewn with fresh flowers and sprouting grain and invited the 
citizens for a feast on a sacred day. Those who were careless in the observance 
of their vows walked across the courtyard disregarding the life in the vegetable 
kingdom. Those who were virtuous did not enter the palace lest they should 
destroy the subtle life and thus infringe their vow of non-violence. Bharata had 
them invited by a suitable path, honoured them, and encouraged them to accept 
one or more of the 11 stages of spiritual progress (pratuma@) which would bring 
them close to the discipline of a monk. In recognition of their new status 
(varnalabha) he conferred upon them the title of dvija and confirmed it by invest- 
ing them with sacred threads (yajfopavita) which indicated the number of 
pratumas they had assumed.*° 

Speaking of such dvyas, Jinasena states that these indeed are the true 
children of Jina and deserve to be called devabraéhmanas, the divine Brahmans 
worthy of worship. Anticipating a hostile reaction from the traditional 
Brahmans to this creed of a ‘ Jain Brahman’, Jinasena adds: 

* Now should a so-called Brahman through his vanity of birth confront him 
[a Jain Brahman] and say: ‘‘ Well sir, did you become a god today all of a 
sudden ? Are you not the son of So-and-so, is not your mother the daughter of 
So-and-so, that you should put your nose in the air and dare to walk about dis- 
regarding a person like me? What great miracle happened to you by your 
initiation into the Jain order ?—you still walk on the earth and not in the sky! ”’. 
Let him be told: “ Please listen, you so-called Brahman, to our divine origin. 
Lord Jina is our father, and his pure knowledge is our womb. We are therefore 


49 Avaéyaka-cirni and Avaésyaka-Maladhari-vrtti quoted in Devendra’s Rsabhadeva, 87-8. 
Also Trisasti, 1, 343 ff. 
50 tesam krtani cthnadni sittrath padmahvayan nidheh / 
upatiair brahmasitrahvair ekad ekadasantakath// 
gunabhimikriad bhedat klptayajnopavitinam/ : 
satkarah kriyate smaisam avratas ca bahth krtah// Adipurdna, xxxvi, 21-2. 
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truly born as gods, but if you find others of similar description, be free to call 
them also by the same title ” ’.5 

Returning to the narrative, we learn that after a long time had passed it 
occurred to Bharata that it was wrong of him to have instituted a caste of the 
‘twice-born ’ without first obtaining the advice of the Lord Rsabha. He there- 
fore approached him and said: 

‘Sir, I have created a class of the twice-born, the best among the house- 
holders who follow the rules laid down by you for the laity. I have also invested 
them with sacred threads, the sign of their vows, according to the stages of their 
spiritual progress (guna-karma-vibhagasah). It was indeed childish of me, O 
Lord, that I should have presumed to do this while the Lord was still present 
with us. May the Lord please tell me if it was opportune and also point out to 
me the virtues and vices of this caste ’.* 

The answer as given in the Adipurdna can almost be anticipated. It is one 
more prophecy of the evil things to follow, not altogether different either in 
spirit or in letter from the one we have encountered above in the 
Bhagavatapurana. 

‘O Son, that which has been done is good indeed, and moreover, the worship 
of pious Brahmans is good too. However, there will be some harmful conse- 
quences about which you must be informed. You have created the Brahman 
class, who will be righteous teachers as long as the Krta age endures, but when 
the Kali age draws near there will be backsliding teachers who, out of arrogance 
of their high birth, will embrace the very opposite of the right path. These 
people, full of the arrogance of their rank, will claim to be most excellent among 
men and soon, hankering after wealth, will delude the world with their false 
scriptures. The favoured treatment which they will enjoy will increase their 
presumptuousness and make them puffed up with a false pride, so that they will 
lead men astray as they themselves fashion false religious treatises. 

They will be so short-sighted in that they will promote changes for the worse 
at the end of the age, and, their minds clouded by evil, they will become foes of 
religion. As they delight in injury to life and relish eating of honey and meat 
these wicked people will, alas, promote the dharma of action, and full of evil 
hopes, corrupt the dharma of non-violence in favour of the dharma of injunctions 
(codana). As the Yuga progresses there will be rogues blasphemously wearing 


51 atha jatimaddvesat kascid enam dvyjabruvah/ 
briydd evam kim adyaiva devabhiiyam gato bhavan// 
tvam Gmusydyanah kin na kim te ’mba ’musya putrika/ 
yenaivam unnaso bhitva yasy asatkytya madvidhan/ / 
jatih saiva kulam tac ca so ’st yo ’st pragetanah/ 
tathapi devatatmanam atmanam manyate bhavan/ / 
devatatithipitragnikar yesvaprayato bhavan/ 
gurudvijatidevanam pranamdc ca paranmukhah/ 
diksam jainim prapannasya jatah ko ’tigayas tava/ 
yato ’dyapt manusyas tvam padacarit mahim spréan// 
ity uparidhasamrambham updlabdhah sa kenacit / 
dadaty uttaram ity asmai vacobhir yuktipeselath// 
sriyatam bho dvijammanya tvayad ’smad divyasambhavah/ 
jino janayita ’smakam jnanam garbho ’tinirmalah/ / 
tatrarhatim tridha bhinnam saktim traigunyasamésritam/ 
svasatkriya samudbhita vayam samskadrajanmana// 
ayonisambhavas tena devad eva na manusah/ - 
vayam, vayam ivdnye ’pt sante cet britht tadvidhan// Adipurdna, xxx1x, 108-16. 

52 maya srasta dvijanmanah sravakacdracuicavah/ 
tvadgitopasakadhyayastitramarganugaminah/ / 
dosah ko *tra gunah ko ’tra kim etat sampratam na va/ 
doléyamanam itt me manah sthapaya niscitau// ibid., xii, 30-3. 
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the sacred thread and eagerly engaged in the killing of life, thereby obstructing 
the night path. 

Therefore, although the creation of the Brahman class is not of itself harmful 
today, it does contain the seed of harm as yet buried in the future, because 
impious heretics will be ushered forth. Nevertheless, although this seed of harm 
is truly there for the end of the age, there is no cause for removing it at present 
for you have not transgressed against the nature of dharma.’ ® 

The ‘ Jainization ’ of Brahma in the person of Rsabha and the consequent 
‘ Vaisnavization ’ of that Jina through the device of the avatara is a fine example 
of a vain drive towards the syncretism of two rival faiths. The waves of the 
bhakti movement that had swept over the whole range of Indian life finally over- 
took the atheist Jains and forced them to deify, as it were, their human 
tirthankaras or face the peril of extinction. Probably the move brought to the 
surface the emotional hunger of the Jain laity for an object of worship more 
gracious and glamorous than merely the austere figure of an exalted human 
teacher. Jinasena very skilfully provided the Jain laity with a new identity of a 
specially honoured caste of ‘ neo-Brahmans ’, a new book of codes in the guise of 
his Purana, and a new image of the Jina endowed with a grandeur and majesty 
that could easily compete with the Hindu trinity. To be sure, the tirthankaras, 
like the Buddha of the Pali canon, had always been surrounded by heavenly 
attendants like Indra and Kubera who made special appearances on the five 
great occasions like the kaly@nakas. But the new Jina was to be endowed with 
additional miraculous powers (pratiharyas) attesting to his newly acquired 
‘divinity ’. He sits immobilized, as it were, on a lotus seat in the middle of a 
circular assembly called samavasarana specially designed by the gods and is 
miraculously visible on all four sides. He is free from hunger and thirst, fatigue 
and sleep, and remains totally engrossed in the bliss of his omniscience. There 
is no actual preaching of a sermon. Yet an involuntary resonant sound (dwya- 
dhvant) of the OM proceeds from his mouth answering all questions simultane- 
ously to the satisfaction of the audience.*4 Indeed the Jina of the Ad¢purana has 
much in common with the latter-day Buddha of the Lalhtamstara. Yet, unlike 
the latter whose new image was a result of a new doctrine of the three bodies 
(trekaya), the ‘ divinity ’ of the Jina was purely adventitious, unwarranted by 
the doctrine, imposed externally by the devout. The informed Jains were as 
much impressed by this superfluous accretion as the Bhagavatas were by the 
Rsabhavatara. For the Jina Rsabha remained essentially a ‘ sky-clad ’ human 
being, his glory consisting exclusively in omniscience,** a distinction denied by 
the Jains to Brahma, Siva, or Visnu or to one of his manifold avatdéras whose 


53 sadhu vatsa kriam sadhu dharmikadvijapijanam / 
kintu dosdinusango ’tra ko py asti sa nigamyatam//... 
tatah kaliyuge ’bhyarne jativadavalepatah/ 
bhrastacarah prapatsyante sanmargapratyanikatam // 
te mi jatimadavista vayam lokadhika ui/ 
pura duragamair lokam mohayanti dhandsaya//... 
ahimsdlaksanam dharmam disayitva durasayah/ 
codanadlaksanam dharmam posayisyanty ami bata/ / 
papasitradhara dhirtah pranimaranatatparah/ 
vartsyadyuge pravartsyanti sanmargaparipanthinah/ / 
dvijatisarjanam tasman nadya yady api dosakrt/ 
sydd dosabijam dyatyam kupakhandapravartanat// ibid., xii, 45-54. 
54 Adipurdna, xxIv, 80-5. 
55 Samantabhadra, for instance, is explicit in his praise of the Jina as the teacher of truth: 
devagamanabhoydnacadmaradivibhiiayah/ 
mayadisy api drsyante natas tvam asi no mahan/ / 
sa tvam evasi nirdoso yuktisastravirodhivak/ .... (Devdgamastotra). 
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volatile careers clearly exhibited their subjection to passions and disqualified 
them as the teachers of truth. Akalanka, a celebrated tenth-century logician, 
sums up the Jain search for a true God in his famous stotra °° to a Jina. 


‘They call him Brahma, 

Yet his mind was filled 

with passion for Urvasi the nymph. 
Behold him move with a bow] for food, 
and a gourd for water | 

Himself a disciple, 

what can he teach an ascetic like me ? 


My Brahma is the one 

devoid of the heat of passion 
free from hunger and thirst, 
pure and perfect.’ 5” 


‘They call him Siva (the auspicious) and say : 

‘He has burnt to ashes the three worlds 

with blazing fire of anger kindled by the Lord of Love, 
he dances like a maniac 

on the burning grounds of cemeteries, 

has a son—the great Guha, 

the commander of the gods’ armies ”’. 


What is he to me ? 

Sankara for me is the one 

who has extinguished all fear, 

lust, delusion, sorrow and anger, 

the all-knower, the bringer of peace to all.’ °° 


‘They call him Visnu (the all-pervasive) and say : 
‘* He is the one who with mere fingernails 
forcefully tore the chest of the lord of the demons, 
and wrought the destruction of the Kauravas 

by charioteering for Arjuna in the Great War.” 


Not for me is he a Visnu : 

The great Visnu is he alone, the omniscient one, 
whose infinite knowledge 

pervades the entire world of knowables, 
unimpeded by time and space.’ *° 


56 Akalankastotra (see Nitya-namittika-pathavali, Mahavirasrama, Karanja, 1956). 
57 Urrasyam udapadi rdgabahulam ceto yadiyam punah/ 
patridandakamandaluprabhrtayo yasyakrtarthasthitim// 
avirbhdvayitum bhavanti, sa katham Brahma bhaven madréam/ 
ksuttrsnasramaragaragarahito Brahma krtartho ’stu nah// ibid., 4. 
58 dagdham yena puratrayam sarabhava tivrarcisa vahnina/ 
yo va nrtyati matiavat pitrvane yasyatmajo va Guhah/ / 
so yam kim mama Sankaro bhayatrsarosdrtimohaksayam/ 
kriva yah sa tu sarvavit tanubhytam ksemankarah Sankarah// ibid., 2. 
59 yatnad yena vidaritam kararuhair daityendravaksasthalam/ 
sdrathyena Dhananijayasya samare yo ’marayat Kauravan// 
nasau Visnur anekakdlavisayam yaj jianam avydhatiam/ 
visvam vyapya vijrmbhate sa tu Mahavisnuh sadesto mama// ibid., 3. 
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‘ Whoever knows all that is to be known, 

And sees beyond the billowing ocean of births, 

Whose words, not marred by inconsistencies, 

Stand supreme in truthful purity, 

Such a man do I revere, beholding in him 

One worthy of exceeding reverence, vessel of virtues, 

In whom the taint of hatred is effaced : 

Whether Buddha or Mahavira, Brahma, Visnu, or Siva.’ °° 


69 yo visvam veda vedyam jananajalanidher bhanginah paradrasta/ 
paurvaparydviruddham vacanam anupamam niskalankam yadiyam/ / 
tam vande sddhuvandyam sakalagunanidhim dhvastadosadvisaniam / 
Buddham va Vardhamanam Satadalanilayam Kesavam va Sivam va// ibid., 9. 


